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Aims of the paper: In this session | will be aiming to give you a basic understanding of the 
main principles behind Thoth Tarot. In this first session, I'll be dealing with the Four 
Elements, Basic Elemental Dignity, and Astrology in Tarot. 


ELEMENTAL CHARACTERISTICS 


One of the earliest sources is the Greek Philosopher Empedocles, who wrote a poem 
called On Nature. The thing is — he was probably writing about things that were already 
going on in The Near East, where we already have a tradition of writings characterising the 
Gods An, Ninhursag, Enki and Enlil as Water, Earth, Fire and Air in a heirarchy that is 
already reminiscent of the Court Cards of the Tarot. 


Water 


The first division between the elements we see is into Extreme and Intermediary. The 
Extreme elements, Fire and Earth, were the first to be created, but for various reasons 
they are separated by the introduction of the Intermediaries — Air and Water. We can see 
this principle in the Babylonian Epic of Creation, where Marduk defeats Tiamat, whose 
body represents Fire (‘the heavens’) and Earth. He splits her into two pieces, and places 
the sea and the Air in between. 


The second division is between active and passive elements. 


Fire and Air, the Active Elements 


Water and Earth, the passive elements 


VVe see these in the Corpus Hermeticum. Fire and Air are seen as active, seeking to rise 
up. VVater and Earth are heavier, sinking dovvnvvards. This is very important for our 
perception of the elements in Tarot, as it characterises the journey of the element through 
the pip cards. 


So, with these basic categories in mind, let's talk about the characteristics of the Elements. 
It's difficult to say where our perceptions of the Four Elements as they relate to the Tarot 
Suits came from. The "personalities" of the elements that we see (i.e. Fire as being 
associated with business, sex and ambition; Water being associated with love, 
motherhood and fertility; Air being associated with intellect, Mercuriality, creativity and 
Earth being associated with solidity, dullness but also hidden depths, would seem to come 
from the doctrine of Humourism. 


Humorism was the prevalent medical theory in the West until well into the 19" Century. It 
was founded on the idea that since all things were made up of the four elements in varying 
balance, then the bodily fluids that make up the human must also be related to these four 
elements. The Humors were: 


Humour Element 
Cholera - Choleric Fire 
Sanguis — Sanguine Air 
Plegma — Phlegmatic Water 
Melancholia - Melancholic Earth 


If these four humours were out of balance they could affect the personality seriously, and 
even lead to physical illnesses like Acidic Blood. The humors give rise to powerful and 
influential personality stereotypes that we still see influencing the Tarot now. 


The Characteristics of Fire 


İn some systems, including the Babylonian and Ancient Greek, this vvas seen in many 
vvays as the most spiritual Element. The Greek name for it vvas Empyrean, an uplifting, 
spiritual force that instinctively moved tovvards the heavens. İt also gives everything 
appearance, shedding light on their previously invisible forms. İt is an active, piercing 
element. İt represents power and will, as we see in the Corpus Hermeticum, where it 
represents the vvill of God. İt is also a purifying element, separating Earth and VVater at the 
start of creation, but remember — the purifying power of Fire is achieved by burning, which 
isn't always pleasant. 


The Emerald Tablet of Hermes Trismagestus characterises Fire and The Sun, benevolent 
and potentially life giving, but with the potential to dry out rivers, turn fields into deserts, 
kills crops and livestock — even to devour the Earth. Think of the story of Phaeathon, son 
of Helios, or Icarus to see what happens if you get overwhelmed by the power of Fire. 


In Greek Philosophy and Renaissance Natural Philosophy Fire is given the characteristics 
of Heat and Dryness by Aristotle and Ocellus. The later philosopher Proclus gives it three 
characteristics — Subtle, Sharp and Quick. 


Humorism lists the fiery humour as Choler, or Yellow Bile. The Choleric man/woman was 
hot tempered and aggressive. This could make him brave and heroic, or a violent bully. He 
was brash and impulsive, ambitious and passionate. His planet was Mars — you can see 


the shape of our current association vvith the VVands suit taking shape already. 


The Characteristics of Air 


Air is an intermediary element, meaning that it is seen more as a carrier than as a master. 
İt is a messenger, tied very closely to the Greek God Hermes, that transmits and carries 
things up to the fiery spirituality of the Heavens. Like the other intermediary element, 
Water, Air is a little schizophrenic: it represents the Aether, the creative power, the Logos, 
but it also represents pain, sorrow and suffering. 


This is because Air has two sides, two faces. One is closer to the heavens, the fiery 
influences. That is the Aether, the creative power of the Logos — pure genius and analytical 
power. The other is darker, and uncomfortably heavy. This side is closer to Water, which 
makes Air uncomfortable, since it's an active element and more at home with it's lighter 
brother. This side of Air is Aer, the moist, misty, melancholic dankness that passes for Air 
in Hades. This is dark and full of pain. It is this side of air that AE Waite channels in his 
RWS Tarot. In the Thoth deck we accept both sides. 


In the Emerald Tablet of Hermes Trismaguestus Air is characterised with the words: 
“...and it will be carried in the air, as if in a womb...” 


Here we see the Hermes side of Air, the pregnant Aether, hanging in the Air, laden with 
energy. The winds carry so much — crumbs of soil, droplets of moisture. A good wind can 
carry sound much further than you'd think, or it can carry a scent for miles. The wind is the 
messenger and the animator. Think of the feeling just before a storm breaks and the 
lightning comes crashing down, or just before trouble breaks out. Doesn't someone often 


say “There"s something in the air?” 


Aristotle and Ocellus gave Air the characteristics of Hot and Moist. Proclus said it vvas 
Subtle, Blunt and Quick. 

İn Humorism the airy humor is Blood, and the Sanguine person is described as being 
optimistic, active, kind, just, cheerful and companionable. His Planet was Jupiter. So here 
we have the Mercurial suit of Swords — at once logical, then whimsical, creative, 
changeable and dark. The bringer of ideas and whims, the solver of problems, but also the 
bitter North wind, bringing snow and icy rain — problems for Querent. 


The Characteristics of VVater 


Water is, in some creation myths, the first element. One of the Ancient Egyptian creation 
myths told us of VVater everyvvhere, and then the Apsu mound rose up İn the middle of it. 
The Corpus Hermeticum talks about a vvatery mess of VVater and Earth that had to be 
separated by the povver of Fire. So, from the first VVater is associated vvith fertility and 
creation. It is also associated with motherhood. In the Emerald Tablet of Hermes 
Trimagestus we see Water, under the tidal authority of the Moon, associated with 
motherhood and womanliness. It's marital pairing with the Sun gives us love and 
happiness — the other side to the Sun/Fire axis of passion and sex. Don't forget though — 
the moon is also associated with dreams, the unconscious and madness. 


In Humorism the moon features again, as the planet of the Phlegmatic, the personality 
associated with the watery humor Phlegm. The Phlegmatic is dull, stolid and lethargic. 


This is he other side to Water, a dark, primeval side: the dark womb that sprews forth 
monsters; the suffocating, icy cold waters all around. Hermes Trismagestus says it best: 


“...but after a little while, there was a darkness made in 
part, coming down obliquely, fearful and hideous, which 
seemed unto me to be changed into a certain moist 


nature, unspeakably troubled, which yielded a smoke as 


from Fire, and from whence proceeded a voice 
unutterable, and very mournful, but inarticulate, inasmuch 
as it seemed to have come from the Light.” — Hermes 


Trismagestus, The Divine Pymander. 


Unlike the first two elements Water is a passive element, seen as feminine by the 
Neoplatonists. While the active elements are happier soaring through the air, the passive 
ones are more content to sit, or even sink, lending themselves well to manifestation. 


Aristotle and Ocellus give Water the characteristics of Cold and Moisture. Proclus says it is 
dense and blunt, but quick. 


The Characteristics of Earth 


It would be easy to saddle Earth with the bum rap. Many of the Gnostics did — they saw 
earth as heavy and dull, the lowest of the elements with no spiritual connections. On the 
other hand, Earth gives form. As one of the Extreme Elements it is one half of the creation 
of the universe, even if the Alchemists insist that it had to be separated from Fire to get a 
better, more spiritually tuned and less "gross" mix. Not just that, but Earth is the seed, the 
protective husk around the next spark of fire, as we hear in The Emerald Tablet of Hermes 
Trismagestus: 


“It ascends from the earth to the heaven and becomes 
ruler over that which is above and that which is below.” — 
Jabir Ibn Hayyan (tr.), The Emerald Tablet of Hermes 


Trismagestus. 


Again, in the Emerald Tablet, we hear of the Earth nourishing and succling the Gnosis born 
in the womb of the wind. We hear of it as an important source of energy and solidity. Even 
in the creation myths of the Corpus Hermeticum we need Earth, because Fire might give 
everything appearance, but Earth gives everything form. 


So, Earth is the raw material of creation. It is the final result, the culmination, but also the 


start of a nevv thing. VVhen the Heat of Aristotle"s Fire is subsumed by cold, then the Fire 
retreats into Earth, ready to emerge again once the conditions are right. 


At the same time as vve see Earth as a seed, vve see the Earth"s connection vvith 
mercantile issues — money and property. Gnomes are the creatures of Earth in the same 
vvay as Salamandars are of Fire. Look in any Medieval book of magic and the likelihood is 
that you'll find a spell for binding Gnomes or some other Cthonic spirit to find gems, gold or 
buried treasure. Just as Earth contains the potential for other elements, so we can follow 
on from the work of Philosopher John Locke and say that money contains freedom — the 
freedom to buy a book, the freedom to sit in a bar and drink a beer while you read that 
book, the freedom to take a day off work to do what you want. Marxists might argue that in 
an ideal society money would not be the corollary of freedom, but some Gnostics would 
argue that Earth shouldn't be the seed for Spirit. 


The earthy humour is Melancholy, or Black Bile. It is the humor of the depressed, the dark 
misfit at the edges of society. According to Humorism the Melancholic is unsuccessful and 
servile, discontented with his lot. On the other hand pseudo-Aristotle, writer of the book 
Problems, says that Malancholy is the humor of Genuises and Heroes, something like the 
divine inspiration of the Oracle. 


Agrippa himself says: 


“By Melancholy... some men are made as it were 
divine...that they were thought, and seemed to be, divine 
rather than human.” — Heinrich Cornelius Agrippa, Three 
Books of Occult Philosophy. 


Aristotle and Ocellus say Earth is Cold and Dry. Proclus says it is Dense, Blunt and Slow. 


ELEMENTAL DIGNITY 


OPPOSITION ELEMENTS 


Fire 
A 


Air ~ ” Earth 


y 
Water 


Now we start to move in to the Tarot doctrine of Elemental Dignity. The first thing to know 
is, of course, the idea of opposition Elements. Water opposes Fire, and Earth Opposes 
Air. 


Elemental Dignity was first popularised by the Golden Dawn, a group of magical 
practitioners in the Western Esoteric Tradition who did their work in the early 20" Century. 
This idea replaces the idea of reversed cards, where cards have a basically black and 
white meaning, with a more gradated system of dignities where cards influence each other 
Elementally. 


This functions simply enough for the pip cards — Water antagonises, or "İl dignifies" Fire, 
Air ill dignifies Earth and vice versa. 
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Five Card Elemental Dignity Exercise 


Take five cards and lay them out in a cross spread, then write the cards into the 
grid belovv. Examine the elemental dignities betvveen the different cards. VVe vvill 
come back as vve go through the vvorkshop and add nevv layers of meaning and 
symbolism to this spread. 


SUB ELEMENTS IN THE COURT CARDS 


Neo Platonic theory has it that just as the four elements themselves compose everything, 
they themselves are composed of four sub elements — so we would have the Water of 
Fire, for example. This would be the Watery characteristics of Fire: the abbility to flow and 
change shape, the ability to affect emotion and give birth to new life through fertilising soil 
and burning off dead wood. 


In the Suits of the Tarot this is where the Court Cards come in. They also have elemental 
correspondences in Astrology, which we will look at in more detail later, but for now lets 
look at their Sub Elemental Characteristics: 


Court Card Sub Element 
Knight of Wands Fire of Fire 
Queen of Wands Water of Fire 
Prince of Wands Air of Fire 


Princess of Wands 


Earth of Fire 


Knight of Cups Fire of Water 
Queen of Cups Water of Water 
Prince of Cups Air of Water 
Princess of Cups Earth of Water 
Knight of Swords Fire of Air 
Queen of Swords Water of Air 
Prince of Swords Air of Air 
Princess of Swords Earth of Air 
Knight of Disks Fire of Earth 
Queen of Disks Water of Earth 
Prince of Disks Air of Earth 


Princess of Disks 


Earth of Earth 


Now, you might be asking 'What about the Trumps?’ Interesting question, it brings us quite 


neatly to Tarot and Astrology. 


ASTROLOGICAL TAROT - THE TRUMPS IN ELEMENTAL DIGNITY 
In Thoth Tarot the trumps are broken up into three groups: 


The Three Elemental Trumps* 
e The Hanged Man, for Water 
¢ The Fool, for Air 
e¢ The Aeon, for Fire 


The Seven Planetary Trumps 
e The Sun (The Sun) 
e The Priestess (The Moon) 
e The Magus (Mercury) 
¢ The Empress (Venus) 
e The Tower (Mars) 
¢ Fortune (Jupiter)] 
e The Universe (Saturn) 


The Twelve Zodiac Trumps 
ə The Emperor (Aries) 
e The Hierophant (Taurus) 
e The Lovers (Gemini) 
e The Chariot (Cancer) 
e Lust (Leo) 

e The Hermit (Virgo) 

e Adjustment (Libra) 

e Death (Scorpio) 

e Art (Sagittarius) 

e The Devil (Capricorn) 
e The Star (Aquarius) 

e The Moon (Pisces) 


The first three are fairly simple — they represent their elements, and fit into an Elemental 
Dignity reading quite easily. The Planetary Trumps require a little more advanced handling, 
so we'll get to them last. This leaves us with the Zodiac Trumps, so it would be best to find 


out a little about the signs of the Zodiac. 


ZODIAC SIGNS AND THE FOUR ELEMENTS 

Every sign is from one of the four elements: Fire, Air, Water, Earth. 
THE FIRE SIGNS 

Aries, Leo, Sagittarius 

THE WATER SIGNS 


Cancer, Scorpio, Pisces 


THE AIR SIGNS 

Libra, Aquarius, Gemini 

THE EARTH SIGNS 

Capricorn, Taurus, Virgo 

Of course, even vvithin the Elemental signs, vve have a hierarchy. 
THE THREE KINDS OF SIGN 


There are three kinds of sign: 


e Cardinal 
ə Fixed 
e Mutable 


CARDINAL SIGNS are the ones who set off the spark, who begin the process of forming 
the element. These signs represent the characteristics of the element in the raw. 


e Aries — pure outpouring of fiery passion, ambition and power. Aries loves life and 
shoots forward to new things. Aries is about spontaneity, impetuousness and the 
pioneer spirit. 

e Cancer — emotionally affected by early experiences, and with a strong maternal 
instinct; Cancer is loyal to a fault and highly protective of those it loves. Can 
become slightly obsessive. 

e Libra — in love with new ideas and new contracts, Libra is creative in a more 
intellectual way than Aries, and seeks to "sort out" issues of unfairness as it goes 
along. Libra forges ahead by analysing and evaluating new things. 

e Capricorn — driven to achieve security by initiating new deals and financial 
arrangements, Capricorn works hard and sees money as a way of keeping score. 
Initiates hierarchies and lays down infrastructure. 


FIXED SIGNS are the ones that develop the element. They tend to be linked with 
methodical approaches, skill and maturity. Their capacity is to develop and grow an 
element, giving it the potential to be much more than it is. 


e Leo — develops his sense of self and forms of self expression. Leo is a natural 
leader who needs the approval of others, and recognition of his success in order to 
survive. If Leo has a passion, then he must master it to the highest degree. 

e Scorpio — emotional intelligence rather than raw emotion. Scorpio is associated with 
the more ‘adult’ expressions of emotion and emotion within a more socially 
acceptable framework. This sometimes leads to frustration and self destructive 
behaviour (the Scorpion stinging itself,)and drives Scorpio to deal with emotional 
frameworks like the family unit, shared resources and issues of mutual respect. 
Scorpio is also associated with a powerful sexual urge. 

e Aquarius — an academic and inveterate ‘joiner,’ Aquarius develops on raw ideas 
through a methodical approach, which she then attempts to propagate via 
structures, groups and hierarchies. Aquarius doesn't just develop ideas, Aquarius 
develops schools of thought. 

e Taurus — the farmer, harness-bull and hedonist. Taurus likes his Earthy comforts 


and seeks to instigate systems that make sure he doesn't lose them. This makes 
Taurus very conservative and loath to relocate. 


MUTABLE SIGNS are the signs that think outside the box. Traditionally they were viewed 
as weak, but they're far more flexible than other signs — each Mutable sign is on the verge 
of becoming another element — it has a degree of insight and perspective that others in it's 
phyle don't: they represent the highest and lowest expression of the elements — the 
highest of their native element, and the lowest of the element they're about to turn into; 
because of their association with loosing bonds and blurring boundaries these signs are 
sometimes associated with destruction and entropy. 


e Sagittarius — tries to transform the fiery passion and ambition into something else by 
exploring both physically and mentally. Seeks the meaning of life and metaphysics 
enthusiastically, changing and metamorphing its interests and focus as needed. 

e Pisces — turns emotional sensitivity outward in artistic expression, spiritual 
understanding and psychic ability. Represents meta-emotional relationships like 
patriotism, political idealism, religious belief and the idea of sacredness. 

e Gemini — uses intellectual models to explore the world, rather than just develop 
theories, and responds to ideas with lightning speeds. Innovates new forms of 
communications and entirely new uses for things. 

e Virgo — organises, categorises and manages the work of the others and transcends 
the limitations of Taurus’ infrastructure. Seeks to benefit society and has the spark 
of real genuis. 


THE ASTROLOGICAL SIGNS AND THE PIP CARDS 
The Pip cards are also linked to the Astrological Signs in a very simple way: 


ACES - are not ruled by any particular Astrological correspondence because they are too 
fundemental, this is why they have such a close relationship with the Princesses. These 
cards are the wellspring the Zodiac comes from. 


2s,3s & 4s — this first bracket of cards are ruled by the Cardinal sign of their element, so 
the 2,3 & 4 of Wands will be ruled by Aries, while the 2,3 & 4 of Swords would be ruled by 
Libra. 


5s,6s & 7s — the second bracket of cards are ruled by the Fixed signs (e.g. the 5,6 & 7 of 
Cups would be ruled by Scorpio.) 


8s,9s & 10s — this final bracket of the cards is ruled by the Mutable signs: Gemini, Virgo, 
Sagittarius and Pisces. 


This means that we can now build up a new layer of Astrological meaning onto the cards. 
We can see how the different phases of the Zodiac influences the different brackets of 
each suit. 


THE COURT CARDS AND THE ZODIAC 


The Court Cards in Thoth Tarot are a little different to the way you might think they'd 
be. While they do have Zodiacal correspondences, they aren't as simple as you'd think. 
Rather than having a straight rulership of a single sign, the royal cards in Thoth Tarot start 
out in the previous sign. Thus we see the first of the Court Cards, the King of Wands, 


ruling not only the first 20° of Saggitarius, but also the last 10° of Scorpio. This, in addition, 
to the sub elements in the Court Cards makes them very much a mixture of forces, and a 
very important factor in Elemental Dignity. These Astrological rulerships in turn give the 
Court Cards rulership over the Pip Cards. 


Court Card Signs Ruled Elements Pips 
Knight of VVands 21° Scorpio to 20° Water and Fire 7 of Cups, 8 of 
Sagittarius Wands, 9 of Wands 
Queen of Wands 21°Pisces to 20° Water and Fire 10 of Cups, 2 of 
Aries Wands, 3 of Wands 


Prince of Wands 


21° Cancer to 20° 
Leo 


Water and Fire 


4 of Cups, 5 of 
Wands, 6 of Wands 


Knight of Cups 


21° Aquarius to 20° 
Pisces 


Air and Water 


7 of Swords, 8 of 
Cups, 9 of Cups 


Queen of Cups 


21° Gemini to 20° 
Cancer 


Air and Water 


10 of Swords, 2 of 
Cups, 3 of Cups. 


Prince of Cups 


21° Libra to 20° 
Scorpio 


Air and Water 


4 of Swords, 5 of 
Cups, 6 of Cups. 


Knight of Swords 


21° Taurus to 20° 
Gemini 


Earth and Air 


7 of Disks, 8 of 
Swords, 9 of Swords 


Queen of Swords 


21° Virgo to 20° Libra 


Earth and Air 


10 of Disks, 2 of 
Swords, 3 of Swords 


Prince of Swords 


21° Capricorn to 20° 
Aquarius 


Earth and Air 


4 of Disks, 5 of 
Swords, 6 of Swords 


Knight of Disks 


21° Leo to 20° Virgo 


Fire and Earth 


7 of Wands, 8 of 
Disks, 9 of Disks 


Queen of Disks 


21° Sagittarius to 20° 
Capricorn 


Fire and Earth 


10 of Wands, 2 of 
Disks, 3 of Disk 


Prince of Disks 


21° Aries to 20° 
Taurus 


Fire and Earth 


4 of Wands, 5 of 
Disks, 6 of Disks 


THE PLANETARY TRUMPS IN ELEMENTAL DIGNITY 


The last factor in Elemental Dignity is the planetary trumps. These are really them most 
complicated part of the whole shebang, and there's no easy way of dealing with them. My 
technique is to use the system of Rulerships and Exaltations to divine what signs, and 
therefore elements, they have an affinity to. Where these correspondences clash | have 
looked at the mode of the sign (i.e. Cardinal, Fixed or Mutable) and what pip cards/court 
cards it rules — you'd also be entitled to take these clashing planets as being elementally 


Neutral. 


Nevertheless, here are my thoughts on the subject. 


Sun — The Sun, Trump XIX 


Rules Leo 


Detriment in Aquarius 


Exalits in Aries 
Fall in Libra 


So, the Sun is very friendly to fire cards, neutral to earth and water, and hostile to Air 
Cards. 


Moon — The High Priestess, Trump II 
Rules Cancer 

Detriment in Capricorn 

Exalts in Taurus 

Fall in Scorpio 


The Moon is very contradictory, it Rules in water, yet falls in a water sign. Likewise, it 
Exalts in earth, but is in detriment in an earth sign. Therefore the Moon is friendly to the 
2,3 and 4 of Cups but unfriendly to the 5,6 and 7. In the suit of Disks it is moderately 
friendly to the 5,6 and 7 but unfriendly to the 2,3 and 4. To all other cards, | would say its 
mixed dignity renders it neutral. 


Mercury — The Magus, Trump | 
Rules Gemini and Virgo 

Detriment in Sagittarius and Pisces 
Exalts in Aquarius 

Fall in Leo 


Mercury is friendly to Air and Earth cards (paradoxically) but is hostile to Fire and Water 
Cards. 


Venus — The Empress, Trump III 
Rules Taurus and Libra 
Detriment in Scorpio and Aries 
Exalts in Pisces 

Fall in Virgo 


Venus is as complex as the Moon, but such is a Lady's prerogative. She is friendly to the 
early Earth Cards, and especially the Mid cards, but ill dignifies the asocial pedantry of the 
Virgo cards (the 8,9 and 10 of Disks.) She is unconditionally friendly to Air cards, 
especially the 2,3 and 4 of Swords and unconditionally unfriendly to Fire cards. For Water 
cards she can be considered mildly unfriendly, except in the case of the 8,9 and 10 of 
Cups, where she Rules Pisces. 


Mars — The Tower, Trump XVI 
Rules in Aries and Scorpio 
Detriment in Taurus and Libra 
Exalts in Capricorn 

Fall in Cancer 


Unconditionally friendly to Fire cards, and unconditionally unfriendly to Air cards. Some 


antagonsim to the early VVater cards. 


dupiter — The VVheel, Trump X 
Rules Sagittarius and Pisces 
Detriment in Gemini and Virgo 
Exalts in Cancer 

Fall in Capricorn 


Friendly to Fire and Water cards, especially Water Cards; is hostile to Air cards and 
especially hostile to Earth Cards. 


Saturn — The Universe, Trump XXI 
Rules Capricorn and Aquarius 
Detriment in Cancer and Leo 
Exalts Libra 

Detriment in Aries 


Friendly to Air and Earth cards, especially Air cards; unfriendly to Water and Fire cards 
(especially Fire cards.) 


